Elms Clinic, Oxford Road, Banbury OX16 9AL, UK S Fazel M Elphick Accepted 24 October 1997 A 32-year-old woman was brought by ambulance to Accident and Emergency at 08.30 h. She had been found asleep in a car by a man walking his dog at 07.00 h. There was a vacuum cleaner hose carefully connected from the exhaust through a small opening in one of the windows. When she was found, the engine had been switched off. Petrol was still present in the car indicating that at some point for some reason, accidental or otherwise, the engine had stopped working. A suicide note was found in the car possibly written between midnight and 05.00 h that morning. An ambulance picked her up at 07.20 h and started administration of 100% oxygen.
On arrival in Accident and Emergency, the patient was confused, uncommunicative and drowsy with a Glasgow Coma Score of 14. Physical examination was unremarkable and no focal neurology was elicited. Plasma carboxyhaemoglobin was within the normal range (less than 2%) and oxygen was discontinued. Routine blood tests were normal apart from a moderate leucocytosis (17.5 x 106/1). She was admitted for observation, and transferred to a psychiatric unit for further assessment and management.
Her behaviour was grossly disturbed. In the first few days of her admission, she urinated on the floor three times, and was verbally aggressive. She remained disoriented in time and place, and demonstrated poor memory and poverty of thought content. Her speech was slurred and she answered all questions with "Don't know". To the question, "How many legs does a cow have?", she answered "eight". She was unable to read the clock, and could not reliably remember how many children she had or recognise them from photographs. She had experienced recent stressful life events -marital strife, debts of £6000, an unplanned pregnancy from a minor, temporary custody of her children by her husband, and an upcoming court case against her on a charge of GBH. She had rendered her husband partially deaf after striking him with a hammer.
Computed '4 has been termed 'affective incontinence'.
Discussion
Although the carboxyhaemoglobin concentration was normal on admission, the timing of events needs to be considered in relation to the half-life of carboxyhaemoglobin. When breathing normal air at atmospheric pressure, the half-life of carboxyhaemoglobin is 250 minutes. However, on breathing pure oxygen, it drops to 50 minutes.5 Thus, because she received 100% oxygen while in the ambulance (70 minutes) and in casualty before her blood was taken (40 minutes), she could have
